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There  are  Times  when  You  Should  Tell  the  Truth 

By  Daniel  Elsberg 


Daniel  Elsberg,  author  and  political  analyst,  based  in  Kensington, 
California,  was  a  consultant  for  the  Rand  Corporation  in  1969.  His  publica¬ 
tion  of  the  Pentagon  Papers  in  1971  helped  end  the  Vietnam  war  and 
contributed  to  the  exposure  of  the  political  cover-up  which  brought  down 
the  Nixon  Presidency  in  1974.  The  US  government  failed  in  its  attempt  to 

put  him  on  trial. 

In  the  one  day  that  I  have  been  in  Israel,  a  number  of  people  have  asked 
me  what  I  think  about  a  comparison  of  what  Mordechai  Vanunu  did  to 
what  I  did  25  years  ago  in  revealing  the  Pentagon  papers.  I  see  the  anal¬ 
ogy  as  exact,  accept  it  without  any  reservation  and  feel  honoured  by  the 
comparison. 

I  feel,  without  knowing  him,  that  he  is  my  brother  and  a  hero  of  mine.  I  am 
especially  pleased  to  be  at  a  table  with  Professor  Rotblat,  Hugh,  Velma 
and  others.  In  particular  I  would  say  that  Vanunu  represents  the  fact  that 
the  prophetic  tradition  is  still  alive  in  Israel.  Prophetic  in  recalling  our 
better,  higher  selves  and  the  stiff-necked  habit  of  implacably  reminding  us 
how  far  we  have  fallen  from  our  best  behaviour  and  our  ideals.  He  con¬ 
tinues  to  do  that  from  prison.  I  am  extremely  impressed  by  his  reply  to 
The  Federation  of  American  Scientists’  comment  that  he  had  suffered 
enough,  though  they  were  sympathetic  to  the  laws  regarding  secrecy.  He 
was  fairly  fierce  in  his  reply  to  that  and  I  totally  sympathised  with  him  on 
that  point.  In  short,  I  am  not  here  to  call  for  his  release  because  he  has 
suffered  enough,  but  because  I  admire  him  and  he  did  exactly  what  he 
should  have  done.  He  deserves  the  gratitude  of  all  his  countrymen  and 
women  and  of  all  the  world.  In  fact  I  feel  sure  that  for  Mordechai  Vanunu 
getting  out  of  prison  is  not  his  first  priority.  I  draw  that  in  part  from  the 
message  from  him  today,  that  he  is  happy  to  have  revealed  what  he 
revealed.  I  am  sure  that  he  is  not  so  naive  as  to  believe  that  this  meeting 
has  a  high  chance  of  getting  him  out.  I  am  sure  that  he  would  put  higher 
priority  on  the  truth  that  he  revealed  being  heard  and  being  responded  to 
in  this  country,  and  elsewhere,  which  has  every  chance  of  happening,  and 
of  actually  starting  a  debate,  than  his  getting  out. 

I  think  that  the  men  I  have  mentioned  discovered  what  I  did,  at  one  point 
in  my  life,  that  there  are  times  when  you  should  tell  the  truth  even  if  you 
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expect  to  go  to  prison  for  it.  Even  if  you  expect  to  give  your  life  for  it  and 
be  tortured  for  a  prolonged  period  as  Vanunu  is  being,  and  many  of  us 
regard  that  as  harder  than  death.  Times  when  in  short,  it  goes  without 
saying,  you  should  break  a  promise  to  keep  secrets.  A  couple  of  inter¬ 
viewers  have  already  pointed  out  how  poorly  Vanunu  is  seen  by  the 
Israeli  public  in  general.  It  seems  to  be  taken  for  granted  that  he  did  some¬ 
thing  wrong.  A  number  of  things  go  into  that,  different  from  my  own  coun¬ 
try.  Clearly  the  Israeli  people  are  not  yet  disillusioned  with  their  nuclear 
policy  as  the  American  public  had  become  with  the  Vietnam  war,  by  the 
time  I  revealed  the  Pentagon  papers.  Someone  who  challenges  that  poli¬ 
cy  has  the  burden  of  proof  against  them  to  a  considerable  extent. 
Obviously  because  of  so  much  lying  by  the  Israeli  government,  so  much 
secrecy  and  deception,  the  Israeli  people  are  in  a  greater  state  of  igno¬ 
rance  and  confusion  on  this  subject  as  the  American  people  were  in  the 
early  part  of  the  war  on  Vietnam,  so  judgement  about  Vanunu  is  not  yet 
ready  to  be  informed  judgement. 

Another  way  of  putting  this  belief  is  that  in  our  own  times,  people  should 
tell  the  truth  even  if  they  go  to  prison  for  it.  Vanunu  broke  a  promise.  He 
broke  his  word  and  told  secrets  about  national  security. 

The  US  is  almost  alone  in  the  world  in  not  having  an  official  secrets  act 
like  other  countries,  but  I  was  still  on  trial  facing  15  years  in  prison,  so  the 
difference,  practically  speaking,  was  not  as  great  as  it  may  seem.  I  knew  I 
was  breaking  a  promise,  telling  secrets  about  what  most  people  regarded 
involved  national  security.  I  learnt  a  lot  in  the  last  30  years  that  I  did  not 
know  in  the  previous  30  years.  I  would  now  say  that  it  appears  that  the 
most  common  form  of  complicity  in  evil  is  keeping  promises  to  maintain 
secrets,  or  more  broadly,  in  participating  in  processes  with  catastrophic 
possibilities  of  extreme  danger.  Terrible  errors  abound  in  every  country 
in  the  world.  So  the  burden  of  proof  should  not  be  on  the  one  who  tells 
the  truth  in  these  circumstances,  but  should  be  on  the  person  who  puts 
the  highest  value  on  keeping  that  promise  when  the  secrets  conceal  infor¬ 
mation  of  the  greatest  importance  for  human  survival. 

How  did  Vanunu’s  actions  reflect  on  such  circumstances?  How  could  it  be 
justified  that  these  were  extraordinary  circumstances?  To  many  people  in 
the  world  it  should  seem  self  evident  that  the  question  of  whether  to 
introduce  nuclear  weapons  into  the  Middle  East,  raises  the  highest  moral 
questions  and  should  not  be  answered  by  a  single  individual,  elected  or 
not,  or  a  small  band  of  people,  or  in  secret.  We  should  demand,  if  democ¬ 
racy  is  possible,  to  be  allowed  to  participate  with  full  public  discussion. 
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It  is  not  only  the  question  of  whether  they  should  be  introduced.  No 
nuclear  state  ever  made  that  decision  democratically.  Everything  I  say 
about  Israel  or  Vanunu  applies  with  equal  force  to  each  and  every  nuclear 
weapons  state  including  those  which  could  be  nuclear  states  within  days 
or  weeks,  i.e.  Japan  or  Germany.  Japan  lied  to  its  own  people,  as  did 
Israel.  This,  therefore,  does  not  single  out  Israel.  However,  no  country  has 
a  greater  stake  in  avoiding  proliferation,  as  it  is  always  in  a  permanent 
state  of  quasi-war.  No  state  has  such  a  stake  in  averting  proliferation,  but 
since  the  introduction  of  nuclear  weapons  long  ago  in  Israel,  the  policies 
have  continually  promoted  proliferation.  They  are  profoundly  misguided, 
dangerous  and  virtually  suicidal. 

The  same  thing  could  be  said  about  every  nuclear  weapons  state  starting 
with  the  USA.  Policies  in  the  United  States  promote  proliferation,  which  is 
profoundly  against  our  interests  and  deserves  the  greatest  possible  pub¬ 
lic  information  and  discussion.  In  Israel  that  decision  is  supported  by  the 
refusal  to  admit  that  they  are  a  nuclear  weapons  state.  More  Vanunus  are 
needed  in  this  and  every  nuclear  weapons’  state,  (including  my  own),  to 
prevent  the  people  who  originated  this  policy,  like  Peres  and  the  others 
who  wrote  that  policy,  who  are  determined  to  prevent  the  emergence  of 
Vanunu.  We  need  more  people  who  might  tell  truths  about  a  policy  that 
could  never,  in  my  opinion,  have  survived  democratically  were  it  not  cov¬ 
ered  by  secrecy.  The  policy  that  depends  on  secrecy  to  survive  is  the 
nature  of  the  Israeli  nuclear  policy. 

1  believe  that  these  are  moral  as  well  as  political  issues.  In  1961  I  drafted 
a  question  for  the  president,  John  Kennedy,  to  ask  the  joint  Chiefs  of  Staff. 
I  was  in  the  process  of  drafting  the  guidance  notes  for  the  operating  plans 
for  general  nuclear  war.  I  wrote  a  twenty  page  top  secret  draft  adopted 
totally  by  MacNamara  and  sent  by  him,  as  the  secret  guidance  for  joint 
Chiefs  of  Staff  for  totally  changing  the  Eisenhower  war  plans.  I  was  very 
proud  of  that  as  I  thought  the  current  plans  to  be  a  disaster  and  my  plans 
were  far  better.  (I  can  still  say  they  were  better  but  not  as  much  as  I  had 
thought:  I  bear  that  on  my  conscience).  Therefore  it  was  possible  to  draft 
questions  to  the  High  Chief,  which  he  accepted,  one  of  which  was: 

If  your  plans  were  executed,  and  not  interrupted  by  typhoon,  pre-emptive 
attack  or  total  incompetence,  how  many  people  would  have  died  in  the 
Soviet  Union  and  China? 

I  asked  that  in  the  belief  they  did  not  have  an  answer.  I  had  been  working 
with  the  planners  in  the  air  force,  who  had  never  done  such  calculations. 
I  thought  they  would  have  to  waffle,  it  would  be  very  embarrassing,  or 
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they  would  give  some  absurdly  low  estimate.  But  they  did  have  an 
answer.  It  was  addressed  ‘for  the  eyes  only  of  the  President’  but  as  I  wrote 
the  question,  I  saw  that  I  held  in  my  hand  an  unusual  piece  of  paper.  The 
number  was  for  people  in  the  Soviet  Union  and  China  alone,  so  they  could 
avoid  undue  delay.  It  was  a  simple  graph.  An  ascending  line  starting  with 
deaths  on  the  first  day  and  leading  on  to  deaths  from  fallout  and  so  on  in 
six  months  time.  The  figure  was  320,000,000  dead.  So  they  knew  what 
their  plans  entailed.  Obviously  a  computer  model  had  done  the  calcula¬ 
tions.  So  I  asked  about  the  rest,  the  answer  was  about  100,000,000  in 
Western  Europe  and  roughly  the  same  in  Eastern  Europe.  Neutral  coun¬ 
tries  adjacent  to  the  Soviet  Union,  non-aligned;  Afghanistan,  Austria, 
Japan,  were  wiped  out  by  fallout  from  our  attacks,  without  calculations 
from  retaliation  from  first  strike.  Total  body  count  over  the  next  couple  of 
weeks  was  600,000,000.  I  asked  myself  how  people  I  drank  beer  with  and 
worked  with  every  day,  could  have  written  such  plans.  Not  just  hypo¬ 
thetical  ones,  this  was  a  targeting  estimate  for  planes  on  instant  ten 
minute  alert  all  over  the  world;  missiles,  submarines,  and  machinery 
which  was  already  there,  not  ten  years  in  the  future.  This  was  next  week. 
This  is  what  would  have  happened  had  we  gone  to  war  over  Cuba,  which 
was  possible  in  1962,  or  Berlin  in  1960.  600,000,000  people.  I  thought  they 
were  the  most  evil  plans  that  had  ever  been  made  in  the  history  of 
humanity.  I  have  spent  30  years  since,  trying  to  understand  how 
Americans  had  created  such  plans,  and  such  a  machinery,  but  with  very 
ordinary  motives.  The  word  evil  is  almost  misleading  as  it  suggests  Satan¬ 
ic  forces  or  demonic  motives.  These  were  well  intentioned  people  with 
very  ordinary,  very  banal  motives. 

If  one  returns  to  Israel,  what  if  that  question  were  asked  by  Benjamin 
Netenyahu?  Has  he  done  so?  With  virtual  certainty  I  feel  he  has  not.  Has 
any  Israeli  ever  asked  such  a  question?  Has  the  calculation  been  made?  I 
had  thought  that  the  general  security  service  had  not  done  so,  but  I  was 
wrong.  Perhaps  the  Israeli  military  do  know  the  answer.  If  we  gave  them 
enough  time  to  work  it  out,  what  would  the  answer  be  to  the  question 
supposing  the  weapons  are  used  on  the  targets  for  which  they  have  been 
prepared?  Supposing  the  ground  zero  were  hits  on  targets  such  as  cities 
or  other  areas  for  which  target  folders  have  been  prepared  showing  co¬ 
ordinates,  how  many  people  would  die?  It  is  a  very  simple  calculation. 
Assume  Israel  with  more  than  100,  maybe  200,  warheads  each  on  average 
the  size  of  the  Nagasaki  bomb,  each  could  produce  100,000  deaths. 

I  am  a  Jew.  Should  Jews  have  created  machinery  for  the  instant  annihila- 
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tion  of  10-12,000,000  people?  I  do  not  want  to  be  told  that  1  don’t  have  the 
right  to  ask  that  question  because  1  am  not  an  Israeli. 

If  being  a  Jew  means  anything  it  gives  me  a  right  to  ask  that  question. 

I  have  already  described  what  1,  as  an  American,  thought  about  the  pri¬ 
mary  identity  of  my  country,  possessing  capabilities  to  destroy 
600,000,000  people.  How  would  the  Israeli  military  justify  having  the  capa¬ 
bilities  to  kill  10-12,000,000,  having  bought  it,  trained  for  it,  disciplined  for 
it,  prepared  targets  and  so  on.  If  the  number  is  lower,  let  us  hear  it.  My 
question  is,  should  not  the  Israeli  president,  parliament,  people,  know  the 
answer  to  that  question  and  then  discuss  whether  the  machinery  needs 
expanding,  as  it  is  in  the  process  of  doing?  How  many  could  have  been 
killed  in  1986  when  Vanunu  made  his  decision?  Why  has  Dimona  been  at 
work  for  the  last  10  years?  The  discussion  could  not  get  started  without 
Vanunu  or  the  his  photos  and  we  would  not  have  been  believed  about  the 
scale  of  the  programme  without  these  documents. 

This  discussion  is  long  overdue  in  Israel.  This  conference  can  contribute. 
There  is  a  chance  for  change.  Think  of  prophets  in  dark  terms  talking 
about  subjects  where  there  is  not  metaphor.  Israel’s  policy  means  the  end 
of  the  world  for  the  Middle  East.  Israel’s  policy  is  promoting  more 
Hiroshimas.  Israel  can’t  survive  many  Hiroshimas  on  its  own  territory. 
Therefore  I  believe  the  policy  of  Israel  to  introduce  weapons  of  mass 
destruction  into  the  Middle  East  was  catastrophically  misguided. 

It  was  revealed  in  The  Samson  Option  that  there  were  only  three  people 
who  believed  in  that  policy.  Peres  said  I  was  alone,  only  Ben-Gurion 
assured  me,  every  one  disagreed  with  me  as  a  senior  member  of  Mapam, 
the  ruling  party,  and  regarded  the  introduction  of  these  weapons  into  the 
Middle  East  as  suicidal,  wildly  expensive  and  too  near  the  horrors  the 
Jews  themselves  had  experienced.  Whether  they  were  wrong  or  not, 
Israel  did  have  a  choice  then  and  does  have  a  choice  now. 

I  am  sure  that  Vanunu  made  his  decision,  not  to  get  something  off  his 
chest,  not  for  fame,  not  for  money  and  not  just  to  ease  his  conscience.  He 
hoped  that  his  people  and  he  would  hear  him  and  awaken  their  con¬ 
sciences,  their  common  sense,  to  question  Isreal’s  policy,  learn  more 
about  it  and  demand  more  information. 

He  had  a  faith,  I  am  sure,  not  a  naive  belief  that  this  would  automatically 
happen.  People  could  change,  his  country  could  change,  we  can  change. 
This  is  the  basis  on  which  I  gave  up  the  Pentagon  papers.  The  decision 
whether  we  uphold  that  faith  is  up  to  us.  I  have  learned  what  I  should 
have  done  in  1961.  Should  I  have  let  that  piece  of  paper  go  back  to  the 
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President’s  advisor  while  1  had  it,  or  should  I  have  xeroxed  it  and  put  it 
out  in  congress  and  in  public? 

It  is  clear  to  me  now  what  I  should  have  done  and  did  not  do.  I  hear  from 
Vanunu  that  the  challenge  is  not  too  late.  While  there  is  life  there  is  hope. 
We  can  change.  We  hear  the  challenge  and  can  redeem  his  sacrifice  and 
his  efforts.  Thank  you. 
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It  is  Time  To  Release  My  Mentor 

Dr  Vil  Mirzayanov 

Dr  Vil  Mirzayanov,  an  analytical  chemist  now  at  the  Institute  of  Higher 
Studies  in  Princeton,  was  for  26  years  director  of  the  State  Research 
Institute  for  Organic  Chemistry  &  Technology  in  Moscow.  In  1992,  after 
disclosing  the  Institute’s  research  in  chemical  warfare  to  the  Russian  and 
American  media,  he  was  arrested  and  charged  with  revealing  secrets. 

International  protests  helped  clear  him  of  the  charges.  He  has  been 
honoured  by  the  American  Association  for  the  Advancement  of  Science. 

I  have  been  asked  to  talk  about  my  experience  as  a  whistle-blower.  I  am 
an  analytical  chemist  who  spent  26  years  working  at  the  State  Research 
Institute  for  Organic  Chemistry  and  Technology  (otherwise  known  as 
GosNIIOKhT),  the  main  developer  of  chemical  weapons  in  the  USSR.  I  can 
only  speak  to  you  about  my  own  case,  my  personal  observations  and 
choices  and  how  they  relate  to  the  Vanunu  case. 

Let  me  give  you  some  background  and  present  you  with  a  scenario. 

It’s  well  known  that  the  USSR  was  one  of  the  two  major  developers  of 
chemical  weapons,  the  other  being  the  United  States.  Altogether,  the 
Soviets  produced  400  thousand  tons  of  poisonous  agents.  Much  of  this 
stockpile  has  subsequently  been  destroyed  by  barbaric  ways:  burned, 
buried  and  dumped  in  places  which  are  now  very  difficult  to  determine. 
They  are  still  a  hidden  danger  for  people’s  health  and  the  environment. 
The  development  and  production  of  weapons  in  the  USSR  were  the  most 
secret  activity  of  that  regime.  With  demagoguery,  the  leadership 
announced  that  the  USSR  didn’t  conduct  this  kind  of  activity,  only  the 
imperialists  led  by  the  United  States  acted  in  this  way.  There  was  no  sin¬ 
gle  law  in  the  USSR  that  even  acknowledged  the  people  who  were  work¬ 
ing  on  weapons  programmes.  Therefore  our  scientists  and  engineers 
were  working  outside  the  law,  unable  to  ask  for  an  increase  in  work-relat¬ 
ed  disability  pensions.  Of  course  this  was  the  height  of  hypocrisy. 

For  more  than  15  years,  the  USSR  participated  in  negotiations  on  the  pro¬ 
hibition,  development,  production  and  stockpiling  of  chemical  weapons. 
During  that  time,  intensive  preparations  were  being  made  for  chemical 
war.  At  the  end  of  the  1970s,  one  of  the  largest  secret  chemical  factories 
started  work  in  Novocheboksarsk  on  the  production  of  Substance  “33”  - 
an  analogue  of  the  highly  toxic  nerve  gas,  VX.  This  plant  was  designed  to 
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Professor  Joseph  Rotblat,  Nobel 
Peace  Prize  winner:  “In  my  Nobel 
lecture,  I  said  that  Vanunu  had  suffered 
enough.  In  stating  this  I  merely  echoed  the 
sentiments  of  people  from  all  over  the  world. 
Indeed,  to  be  kept  in  complete  isolation  for 
ten  years  is  enough  punishment  for  crimes 
far  worse  than  his. .” 
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